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Marcos Cueto is a medical histori-
an who describes the details of malaria 
eradication efforts in Mexico in the 
context of the Cold War era authori-
tarianism. His approach works overall, 
but occasionally he overreaches. 

Mr. Cueto asserts that the politics 
of the time allowed the medical com-
munity to be similarly authoritarian in 
forcing malaria eradication to be the 
accepted strategy. He states that the 
political climate relied on fear-based 
tactics of spreading anxiety about 
the communist threat and that similar 
strategies were used to gain public sup-
port for the malaria eradication effort, 
incorporating military jargon such as 
“enemy” mosquitoes and “campaigns” 
against disease into the public health 
lexicon. These campaigns included a 
propaganda arm in which pop stars 
became champions for the cause, to 
make the public sympathetic to their 
efforts. At one point, the author likens 
the strategy of screening persons for 
asymptomatic malaria parasitemia to 
the 1950s McCarthy-style witch hunts 
for hidden communists—stretching 
the analogy beyond tolerable limits.

A recurring theme in the book is 
Mr. Cueto’s skepticism of new tech-
nologies, especially those introduced 
by other (non-Mexican) national or 
international organizations. He dis-
parages the adoption of chloroquine, 
DDT, and smear microscopy as “mag-
ic bullet” strategies, claiming they dis-
tracted from rather than enhanced con-
trol efforts. He suggests that current 
efforts, which tout the use of long-last-

ing insecticide-treated bed nets and ar-
temisinin-based combination therapy, 
are similarly fl awed. He never really 
articulates proven alternatives to the 
adoption of new technologies, but he 
vaguely suggests relying on commu-
nity-based broad public health pro-
grams at the grassroots level.

I found the tone of the book a bit 
cynical and fatalistic. I got the impres-
sion that Mr. Cueto believes that all in-
dividuals and organizations attempting 
malaria eradication were doing so not 
for its own sake but rather as a front 
for other agendas such as centralizing 
national power in Mexico, furthering 
the international interests of capitalist 
countries, or personal glory. The au-
thor uses the fact that the eradication 
effort failed to support his contention 
that it was probably a bad idea in the 
fi rst place.

Fast forward to today when there 
is a renewed interest in malaria control 
efforts. Witness the Global Fund to 
Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malar-
ia; the Bill & Melinda Gates Founda-
tion; the President’s Malaria Initiative; 
and pop stars such as Bono champion-
ing the cause, including the possibil-
ity of eradication. Sounds familiar. In 
light of the current progress of malaria 
control efforts in Mexico, where most 
states are now malaria free and the to-
tal number of cases has been steadily 
decreasing, Mexico is well on its way 
to achieving those original eradica-
tion goals. Thus, whether you agree 
with the author’s politics or not, if you 
are considering getting into the busi-
ness of malaria eradication, you could 
benefi t by reviewing this very detailed 
historical account of a malaria eradi-
cation effort that was unsuccessful.
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The author of this book retells 
several of the famous stories of dis-
covery in the fi eld of vector-borne and 
parasitic diseases through the eyes of 
some of the most prominent research-
ers working in this fi eld today. But 
Esch does not stop there⎯he goes 
on to connect these early stories with 
more recent watershed contributions 
as recounted through a series of in-
terviews he references throughout the 
course of the book. For example, he 
describes the discovery of the African 
sleeping sickness agent, Trypanosoma 
gambiense, and the contributions in 
the early 1900s by Dutton, Castellani, 
and Bruce. He then moves on to more 
recent discoveries regarding immu-
nity, antigenic variation, and the role 
of variable surface glycoproteins. He 
describes the seminal studies that were 
performed in this area as recounted 
through interviews with prominent 
parasitologists Dick Seed and Keith 
Vickerman. Through this process, 
Esch weaves a tapestry of the new and 
old as it relates to the history of impor-
tant tropical diseases such as African 
typanosomiasis, malaria, yellow fever, 
HIV/AIDS, hookworm, and schistoso-
miasis, which continue to plague hu-
mankind.

The book has a novel organiza-
tion; the fi rst 100 pages are devoted to 
a lengthy prologue in which the major 
content contributors, the disease ex-
perts Esch interviewed, are extensive-
ly quoted and even venerated, in a ca-
sual, entertaining, and well-deserving 
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manner. Many who peruse this book 
will be pleasantly surprised by the col-
orful biographies of well-known para-
sitologists and vector-borne disease 
specialists, who some readers no doubt 
will know as friends, colleagues, col-
laborators, professors, or even former 
students.

As the title suggests, there is an 
effort to locate threads of serendip-
ity woven through the historical tap-
estry of discovery. The conclusions 
that emerge unsurprisingly are that 
serendipity has played a much less 

important role than one might naively 
surmise and that the qualities of hard 
work, rock-solid persistence, a keen 
mind, and the fortitude to swim against 
the academic tide have paid generous 
dividends.

No doubt the attribution of spe-
cifi c recent hallmark contributions 
by key persons, many of whom are 
still active in the fi eld today, will be 
met with some degree of controversy. 
Nevertheless, the book is interesting, 
educational, and enjoyable, a “must 
have” for every library of tropical 

medicine or medical history. Thumbs 
up to Esch.
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